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Communication
Societies resemble physiologic systems in the requirement to
communicate. Without communication, coordinated action cannot
take place: things fall apart. The Society for Investigative
Dermatology and the European Society for Dermatologic
Research employ a variety of communication techniques, includ-
ing discrete packages of information as one ®nds in an Email
message or a Journal article, as well as generic information of the
sort one ®nds in a newsletter or website. These cytokine-like
communication methods occur at a distance. Likewise, commu-
nication within a society can be immediate and personal, as occurs
with a handshake and a private conversation at an annual meeting.
The immune system is similar. Lymphoid and myeloid cells secrete
unique, discrete molecules that diffuse outward to exert function at
local and distant sites, and at the same time these cells display arrays
of surface molecules for direct and immediate communication. One
of the special communication molecules identi®ed two decades ago
on Langerhans cells was CD1a, a cell surface glycoprotein. Despite
intriguing clues and considerable experimentation, only slowly is
the immunologic role of CD1a as an ``antigen-presenting''
molecule becoming apparent. In this issue (p. 401), Daniel
Hanau and his colleagues from Strasbourg and Leiden add an
important chapter to this quest. They report that CD1a cycles
rapidly between its cell-surface location and early/recycling
endosomes, suggesting a dynamic exchange between recycling
compartments and the plasma membrane. The parsimonious
conclusion is that the antigen-presenting function of this molecule
depends on that traf®c. Thus, we are gradually identifying roles for
the complicated network of cell surface molecules that become the
``hand shake'' when myeloid cells such as Langerhans cells
communicate directly with T lymphocytes. It is simply a matter
of communication.
Sex and the Cutaneous Barrier
It is now axiomatic that epidermis forms the barrier between higher
animals and their many environments. That barrier is highly
modi®ed in various anatomical sites and for the unique environ-
ments that some animals inhabit, such as oceans and polar regions.
Even for humans who inhabit temperate regions and wear
protective clothing, as is the case for most of our readers, defects
in barrier function may occur, and these defects may cause disease.
Over the last two decades, Peter Elias and his colleagues at the
University of California in San Francisco have studied in great
depth the unexpectedly complicated structure and function of the
®nal product of epidermal (keratinocyte) proliferation, which is a
10 mm-thick membrane identi®ed as the stratum corneum. In this
issue, Kao and colleagues (p. 443), working with Dr. Elias, report
that testosterone plays a major role in regulating the integrity of the
epidermal permeability barrier. Moreover, they amass information
from other investigators indicating that barrier function differs
substantially between the sexes, as does survival during infancy.
These unexpected observations have several implications. First,
they emphasize and defend the increasing attention placed by
funding agencies such as the National Institutes of Health on
gender-determined differences in disease. We were sceptical at ®rst,
but not any more. Second, they raise the possibility that there are
other, unexpected hormonal modulators of barrier function that
may account for the increasing problem of irritant dermatitis that
accompanies aging. Finally, they remind us that there is still much
to learn in cutaneous biology, as we ®nd a surprise in every issue of
the Journal.
Judging a Book by its Cover
Most of us were admonished as children ``not to judge a book by its
cover'', certainly wise advice in this prejudiced world. On the
other hand, there is an increasing role in medicine for noninvasive
and nondestructive methods of looking through the skin to assess
health and disease. This trend may be seen in the numerous new
imaging techniques that have expanded greatly the expertise of
conventional radiologists. When I started in medicine nearly 40 y
ago, there were only X-rays. Now, machines worth tens of millions
of dollars line the basement of our University Hospital. This
growing reliance on techniques that are free from touching,
puncturing, and excising also includes specialists in the skin diseases.
An important new development is reported in this issue by Caspers
and colleagues at Erasmus University in Rotterdam (p. 434). They
employed confocal Raman spectroscopy as a noninvasive in vivo
optical method to measure molecular concentrations of biochem-
icals in skin, a striking achievement and one with implications far
beyond the obvious goal of studying percutaneous penetration.
This achievement reminded me of the newly opened Center for
Future Health at the University of Rochester. This Center is a
multidisciplinary research laboratory where physicians, engineers,
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and scientists from both academe and industry seek to create
advanced medical technology for use directly on people (patients).
The idea is for investigators at the Center to develop new concepts
for consumer-priced, home-based, nonintrusive devices and
systems that maintain health and promote wellness. The Center's
focus is on the central role of the individual (patients) and on
home-based, affordable technology, giving individuals greater
ownership over their own health. Based in the School of
Engineering and the Medical School at the University, the
Medical Director is Alice P. Pentland, M.D. Professor and Chair
of the Department of Dermatology. Ultimately, techniques
described in the current issue of the Journal may ®nd their way
into the Center for Future Health. It is exciting to remember the
admonishment not to judge a book by its cover, but perhaps we
will eventually read through the cover. As a bonus, Dr. Pentland,
perhaps we will do so in the privacy and comfort of our own
homes.
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